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Found in Translation: Debating the abstract elements of cultures through actor 
training styles. 
Caroline Heim 
Theatre can resolve one of anthropology’s difficulties: translating [. . .] abstract 
elements of a culture, as a system of beliefs and values, by using concrete means: 
performing instead of explaining a ritual, showing rather than expounding the social 
conditions of individuals, using an immediately readable gestus. The mise en scene and 
the theatrical performance are always a stage translation, thanks to the actor [. . .] of 
another cultural totality.  (Patrice Pavis 1992, pp. 15-16)  
An actor’s body can be seen as a palimpsest1 on which the abstract2 elements of national 
cultures are inscribed. As Pavis argues, ‘The actors’ bodies, in training or performance are as 
though ‘penetrated’ by the body techniques belonging to their culture, a performance 
tradition or an acculturation’ (1992, p. 9). There are multiple cultural inscriptions on an 
actor’s body constructed from, but not limited to: the ethnicity of the actor, the ethnicity of 
the character being portrayed and the culture of the training that they receive or a 
hybridisation of different ethnicities or training styles. Focussing on actor training and its 
associated practices, this article considers these inscriptions and their potential influence on 
audience reception.  The fusion of methodologies in intercultural acting has been discussed 
at length (Martin 2004, Mills 2009, Zarilli 2009) and practised by, among others, Peter 
Brook, Arienne Mnouchkine and Eugenio Barba.  While these artists/researchers engage 
with culturally specific global training methods and their relevance for actor training, little 
discussion has concentrated on the juxtaposition of diverse actor training approaches in the 
rehearsal room and in production.3 This article considers one of the possibilities for the 
representation of culture in actors’ performance through an exploration of a project where 
the abstract elements of British and American4 cultures were translated in rehearsal and in 
production through the purposeful juxtaposition of two differing actor training approaches: 
a more British ‘traditional’ approach and the American ‘Method.’ 
In an attempt to avoid generalisations and oversimplification, the potentially problematic 
areas of culture and nationally specific acting approaches are discussed.  A brief overview of 
cultural inscriptions in acting styles is followed by a discussion centred on the rehearsal, 
production and reception of William Nicholson’s Shadowlands.  Shadowlands was produced 
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by Crossbow Productions at the Brisbane Powerhouse in July and August 2010 (Heim, 
Christian, 2010). Nicholson’s play contains a discourse on the cultural cringe of British-
American relations. As a research project, the production aimed to extend and augment 
audience experience of the socio-cultural tensions inherent in the play by juxtaposing two 
culturally inscribed approaches to acting. This article analyses how from the casting room to 
the rehearsal room to the mise en scene and into the audience discussions, cultural issues 
were explored turning a mainstream theatrical event into a forum for transcultural debate. 
The framing explanations of culture and British/American approaches are purposefully brief 
and not comprehensive. To borrow from Pavis, this article aims to ‘show rather than 
expound the social conditions of individuals, using an immediately readable gestus’ in the 
form of the rehearsals and performances of Crossbow’s production of Shadowlands. For the 
purposes of this article, culture will be defined in Pavis’s terms as the ideas, customs, beliefs 
and social behaviours of a particular people or society. He asserts that ‘Certain cultures are 
essentially defined by their national characteristics’ (1992, p.11).   
Stuart Hall argues that the culture of nationalities is more than often constructed in terms 
of difference (1996, p. 4-5). Some historians contest that it is essentially through comparison 
with other nations that the culture of a nation is defined (Hall 1992, p. 297). Miles Orvell 
argues that this extends to the arts where ‘the American artist [. . .] define[s] himself against 
the European’ (1989, p. xxvi). That the people of a nation’s customs, beliefs, behaviours and 
idiosyncrasies are frequently referred to as ‘cultural difference’ is significant.  Multiple books, 
guides and websites are devoted to explaining to travellers the ‘culture’ of specific countries. 
Interestingly, culture guides have replaced the prolific ‘etiquette manual’ of the nineteenth 
and early twentieth century. These guides are handbooks of cultural difference assisting 
travellers to negotiate their way through foreign cultures predominantly through 
comparison with their own culture. While postmodernism and globalisation point to a more 
homogenous definition of culture, Immanuel Wallerstein argues that this ‘assimilation into 
the universal’ quite happily coexists with an ‘adherence to the particular, the reinvention of 
differences’ (1984, pp. 166-67). Difference naturally excludes, marginalises and alienates the 
Other. Jatinder Verma argues that theatre is a prime site for staging cultural differences: “we 
must not explain away our difference. If anything, we should put it up there, and then see, 
through those differences, what are our connecting points” (2001, p. 132). The humour and 
much of the tragedy of Nicholson’s play is built around the doctrine of cultural difference. 
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The casting, rehearsal process and performances of Crossbow’s Shadowlands purposefully 
inculcated the idea of cultural difference to emphasise, strengthen and extend Nicholson’s 
discourse. 
 
Generalising and even employing a rubric for ‘traditional’ British actor training is 
problematic. In his comparison of American and British approaches to acting, David Shirley 
refers to the ‘conventions on which British acting traditions are based’ (2010, p. 205). That 
there exist traditions is clear. Throughout The Purpose of Playing Robert Gordon refers to 
‘traditional acting practice[s] (2006, p. 4) associated with British actor training. Identifying 
certain skills or a specific approach associated with traditional British actor training is also 
problematic. The traditional British acting approach appears to be predominantly defined 
through binary comparison with its cross-Atlantic neighbour. Robert Cohen argues that 
actor training schools continue to advertise their methods as a package of two 
contradictory styles:  ‘internal belief’ and ‘external technique’ (2013, pp. 3, 4). Although the 
use of binary comparison can be seen as a reductionist perspective of far more complex 
cultural and psychological  issues, binaries are used in this article for two purposes:  to 
augment the discourse of difference discussed below and because most researchers in this 
area use binaries to contrast methodologies. These binaries include outside/inside (Gordon 
2006, p. 4), instrument/self (Baldwin 2010, pp. 81-96), intellect/emotion (Cannon qtd in 
Mekler 1989, pp. 269-274) and aristocratic/proletariat (Strasberg qtd in Gordon 2006, p. 
77). It is interesting to note that the colloquial ‘outside-in’ and ‘inside-out’ comparison 
between British and American approaches in parlance amongst practitioners is a 
contentious, if undeclared issue in the academy. Compared to an inordinate amount of 
books describing American Method acting, there is a dearth of literature on what will be 
called in this article the ‘traditional British approach’ to acting. For this very reason, and for 
the contention afforded to any description, this article will take the less controversial road 
also undertaken by other researchers in this field (Shirley 2010, Gordon 2006, Mekler 1989, 
Clurman 1964) and use the perspectives of practitioners working, or who have worked in 
the industry, to describe the traditional British approach and the American Method. To 
further uncomplicate the idea of a traditional British training approach in a contemporary 
training environment that espouses a heterogeneous, ‘broad-based’ (Shirley 2010, p. 207) 
method5 the British acting style used in this research project, as will be discussed later, was 
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one that could readily be described as the traditional British approach as taught at the Royal 
Academy of Dramatic Art in the 1950s-70s.  
To facilitate an understanding of the two different styles of acting used in this project, the 
discourse of difference is used. It is used with the understanding that it will provoke debate 
and possibly disagreement from the reader, just as Williamson’s play does. The American 
Method and the traditional British approaches are discussed in terms of Denis Diderot’s 
nineteenth century argument formulated in his Paradox of Acting: the emotion/reason debate. 
Diderot concluded that the actor should never actually ‘feel’ a role, but rather become an 
‘unmoved, disinterested onlooker’ that ‘plays from thought’ (1957, pp. 14-20) rather than 
feelings. This argument could more aptly be labelled the Coquelin/Salvini debate, since 
Constant Coquelin was one of the more avid supporters of Diderot’s conclusions, while 
Tommaso Salvini firmly held to the argument that ‘every great actor ought to be and is, 
moved by the emotion he portrays [. . .] and that he must feel it [. . .] whenever he plays the 
part’ (qtd in Kahan 1998, p. 41). The emotion/reason, internal/external or inside/outside 
debate is a centuries old, essentially Cartesian duality that continues today in the theatre 
industry and the academy. The debate is most vehement in comparisons of the British 
traditional approach and the American Method (Krasner 2000, pp. 1-34, Counsell 1996, pp. 
67-78, Hornby 1992, pp. 1-10, 173-176).  
Many of these debates have their foundation in issues of cultural difference. Harold Clurman 
argues that ‘what distinguishes actors from various countries [. . .] is differences in their 
environment, their upbringing, their general conditioning and culture’ (1964, p.18). Miles 
Orvell argues that in America, a striving for authenticity, as a reaction against imitation, is 
foundational to American culture that strives to ‘be real.’ Orvell traces the roots of 
authenticity to the industrial revolution (1989, pp. xv-xxvi). David Krasner extends this 
argument and posits that a search for authenticity appeals to and focuses on the inner self 
and ‘being true to one’s originality’ (2000, p. 27). In his investigation of cultural difference, 
Clurman also argues that the search for individual identity in America manifests in 
absorption with the self (1964, p. 62). Both Clurman and Krasner go on to argue that this 
concentration on the self and authenticity is, therefore, highly compatible with the American 
Method which draws from the internal, emotional states of the actor. Colin Counsell goes 
so far as to posit that the preoccupation with self in American culture is a neurotic reaction 
against the ‘threat of suppression of a socialised outer’ (1996, pp. 62, 66-72). The Method 
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encourages actors to live the inner life of the character rather than imitating a character’s 
life. A more heuristic approach, Method actors strive to realise and respond to the natural 
impulses inherent in the self. External constructions of character are deemed secondary, 
and truth, believability and authenticity are complicit in creating naturalism on the stage. 
Further, the privileging of internal self is reflected in the language of the Method. Mimicking 
the popular discourses of the period, American Method acting used the language of 
psychoanalysis.6 Psychoanalysis, by its very nature, is an exploration of inner emotional 
states; its lexicon is inherently subtextual. The American Method is deeply rooted in the 
techniques of Constantin Stanislavski. The acting teachers that were most instrumental in 
developing parts of Stanislavski’s system into the American Method are Richard Boleslavsky, 
Lee Strasberg, Stella Adler and Sanford Meisner.  
Clurman turns to cultural issues to explore the foundations of the British traditional 
approach to acting.  He argues that the tired adage of the ‘the stiff British upper lip’ had its 
beginnings in a ‘relatively fixed class structure’, with the aristocracy setting the tenor for  an 
environment of decorum  ‘which makes restraint, even repression of an outward show of 
strong feeling[s], a prime objective’ (1964, p. 18). Gordon considers that this reticence to 
display emotions stems from the Edwardian social code of middle-class good manners ‘that 
insisted that it was vulgar to show ones feeling[s] in public’ (2006, p. 358). British 
mainstream attitudes to acting are closely aligned to cultural preconceptions. Masters of the 
Stage, a series of interviews with acting teachers from some of the most prestigious acting 
schools in Britain, explores the cultural ideologies implicit in the traditional British approach 
to acting. Doreen Cannon head of acting at RADA for 17 years argues that  
British students have a natural guard against expressing their true feelings. It’s not 
that they don’t want to explore their feelings, but their upbringing and education are 
an enormous barrier to overcome. They want to answer questions from an 
intellectual standpoint rather than explore the organic subtext. They prefer to 
present everything through the verbal use of the text. (qtd in Mekler 1989, pp. 273- 
274)  
Peter McAllister, senior lecturer at the Central School of Speech and Drama argues that a 
reticence to express emotions is at the core of a more external approach to performing. He 
states that the ‘British are generally more reserved than either of their American or 
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European counterparts. Emotional restraint just happens to be part of the British 
temperament. [Therefore] working on the emotions has been generally avoided in British 
actor training. [. . .] The emphasis has been on voice, speech and movement’’ (qtd in Mekler 
2006, pp. 309-310).  It is the focus on voice, speech and movement and the privileging of the 
authorial voice and the text in British actor training that epitomises the more traditional 
approach.7  The legacy of this mode of acting can be attributed to three different directors, 
actors and acting teachers: William Poel, Granville Barker and Michel Saint-Denis, nephew 
of Jacques Copeau.  
The difference between these two very different approaches which represent the two sides 
of the Coquelin/Salvini debate of emotion/reason is most succinctly summarised by Peter 
Brook. Having worked with actors trained under the traditional British approach and the 
American Method, Brook emphasises the shortcomings in both:  
British actors find it difficult to externalise [their emotions]. One must open them up. 
The result is often the finest in the world because the material itself is often choice and 
rich. But it is no easy matter to make the British actor express emotion. [. . .] American 
actors have become so accustomed [to emoting]. With American actors I stress the 
play’s text above everything. I emphasise breathing, even punctuation, intonation and 
readings, above all the words, the words.’ (qtd in Clurman 1964, p. 18) 
While Brook attempts to purge each acting method of its idiosyncrasies using various 
techniques to create a more homogenous form of acting, the Shadowlands project 
celebrated the difference in the acting styles and used distinction and difference as vehicles 
for characterisation and audience readability.   
William Nicholson explores British and American relations in his 1992 play Shadowlands. 
Nicholson, a British playwright, navigates the sometimes complex lexicons of British and 
American cultures predominantly through language and relationship and the consequences 
of misunderstood translation. The cross-Atlantic and controversial love affair of Oxford 
scholar and theologian C.S. Lewis and New York Jewish poet Joy Gresham is sensitively and 
humorously portrayed. The narrative of Nicholson’s play follows the relationship and 
marriage of Lewis and Gresham, Gresham’s two bouts with cancer and her subsequent 
death. American Gresham is systematically ostracised from Lewis’s close knit Inklings group 
of Oxford dons; if anything, this rejection of Gresham was underemphasised in Nicholson’s 
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play. In real life, none of Lewis’s friends attended her funeral. The play demarcates the 
boundaries of the British and American cultures and contains a discourse on the resulting 
exclusion, alienation and displacement experienced when cultural boundaries are 
transgressed.  
In their 2010 production of Shadowlands the co-founders of Crossbow Productions,8 the 
author of this article and the director, sought a way to underscore the cultural discourses of 
the play. Various ways to represent the abstract elements of the two represented cultures 
were considered: motifs in the set, the colours, the music. Australian sculptor Daniel 
Templeman was commissioned to create a sculpture landscape that referenced the abstract 
elements. It was, however, in the decision to  juxtapose two culture-laden acting styles, 
American Method acting with the traditional British approach, that the relational cultural 
issues of Nicholson’s play were most clearly emphasised.  
 
Daniel Templeman Sculpture 
Conor Leach as Douglas 
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Photograph: Richard Fryberg 
 
The project worked commeasurably as a research project and a piece of professional 
practice. The author took on a dual role in the production to engage closely with the work 
as a participant observer:  researcher and performer. As a participant observer, the author 
attended all auditions and rehearsals, taking notes throughout, paying particular attention to 
formal and informal conversations between the actors and the actors and director. As they 
were integral to the process, the actors were made aware of the research initiatives of the 
project. The audience and the critics were not. This was a deliberate choice in an attempt 
to elicit spontaneous response that was not pre-meditated, ensuring audiences and 
audience-critics were not reading and responding to the work through the framework of a 
specific cultural mileau.  
 A lengthy audition process was undertaken. It is important to note that the actors were 
not cast according to which academies they trained. The casting process was based on 
finding actors that had contrasting approaches to acting. Extensive auditions were 
undertaken over a five week period to find actors that were seen to embrace some of the 
characteristics of the traditional British approach - voice, speech, movement, text - and 
actors that embraced characteristics of the Method: a psychological/emotional approach. To 
discover acting styles in the audition room, actors were firstly asked about their approach 
to acting. After an initial read-through of the audition piece, the director, Christian Heim, 
worked with the actors on the pieces, giving specific staging directions, working on the text 
from a traditional British approach to characterisation through voice, body and movement. 
The director then worked with the actors using Method acting techniques. This was 
followed by a discussion between the actors and director about the actors’ openness to 
working in a unique way: using acting styles to underscore the text’s cultural motifs. 
A performer’s approach to acting is inevitably related to their training, whether their 
training is in acting academies or in the field.  It was discovered that Warwick Comber and 
Steven Tandy, the actors cast as the two Lewis brothers, were both National Institute of 
Dramatic Arts (NIDA) graduates from the 1970s. This was a time when NIDA actor training 
was firmly modelled on the traditional programs of the British drama school, specifically the 
Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts (Addison and Harrop 1971, p. 180, Clark 1972, p. 6). John 
Clark, then director of NIDA stated in an interview in 1970 that ‘the major focus (in training 
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at NIDA) is on external technical skill, with greatest emphasis placed on vocal skill [. . .] the 
major portion of the student’s work is upon acting styles, voice, movement and speech’ (qtd 
in Addison and Harrop 1971, p. 180). The actor playing Joy Gresham, the author, was 
trained in Method acting, predominantly Meisner and Adler, at the American Academy of 
Dramatic Arts in New York in the 1980s.  A young actor amenable to using Method acting 
techniques, Conor Leach, was cast as Joy’s son, Douglas. A mime artist from Cirque du 
Soleil, Ira Seidenstein, was cast as C.S. Lewis’s muse, or alter ego, a character not in 
Nicholson’s original play. Seidenstein trained in New York and Paris and was familiar with 
Method acting and Copeau’s techniques.   
It was essential in the rehearsal room to allow actors to draw from what Verma calls actors’ 
‘cultural particularities’ in order to ‘inscribe cultural difference’ (qtd in Hingorani, 2009).9 
The rehearsal room was a space in which Method met tradition. The director, trained in 
New York but also versed in the traditional British approach, commenced with a solid week 
of Method based improvisations. By the end of the week the tensions were palpable. The 
NIDA trained actors were insecure, confused and displaced. In order to retain some sense 
of identity they attempted to direct the play themselves, making suggestions for blocking and 
having long conversations with the director about costuming, gesture and voice. There was 
a rift in the tea room between the two factions of actors. The second week the director 
began with lengthy conversations about the characters, the context, the language and the 
issues in the play. A close reading of the text was undertaken. An accent coach was brought 
in as were costumes and props to be used in rehearsals. The director began to block the 
scenes and work on delivery, physical presence and language. The Method actors became 
nervous, arguing with the director over approaches and became almost hostile towards the 
NIDA actors. The author’s role as researcher/performer was problematic at this stage. It 
became difficult to record comments while being an active participant in the discussions. In 
retrospect, it would have been more appropriate for the researcher to have played a less 
invested role in the production.  
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Warwick Comber in Shadowland’s rehearsal  
Photograph: Richard Fryberg 
 
The third and final week of rehearsals and for the performances themselves, the director 
asked each actor to work in the acting style consistent with their character’s nationalities. 
An unspoken consensus between both groups was agreed upon. The mime artist was 
introduced at this point. Immediately sensitive to the transcultural undercurrents, 
Seidenstein acted as kind of cultural intermediary, reading the silent and not-so silent signals 
and expertly negotiating the disparate approaches to acting in the rehearsals. In this 
production, the mime was introduced to extend the liminal space between the world of the 
shadows and the real-time world of the play. In the rehearsal room, working outside of the 
play’s diegesis Seidenstein, having trained under differing methods of acting in Paris and New 
York, absorbed the covert tensions and relieved some potentially explosive moments with 
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humour. For example, during the blocking of the opening scene when British and Method 
trained actors were arguing over the importance of a prop, Seidenstein alleviated the 
tension by miming humourous uses of the prop. This improvisation was so engaging that it 
was later integrated into the performance text.    
 
Covert tensions in Shadowlands rehearsals. Left to right: Warwick Comber, Steven Tandy, Caroline Heim and 
Ira Seidenstein. Photograph: Ian McFadyn 
During production week the backstage conversations between the actors extended the 
cross-cultural discourse. Actors could be heard proselytising forms of acting through 
conversations about other actors they admired, training academies and aspects of style. On 
one occasion an argument ensued regarding a recent Australian Bell Shakespeare production 
of King Lear (Potts 2010) with polemics on acting styles the focus of the discussion. Again 
Seidenstein who, interestingly, had worked as an assistant director for many years with John 
Bell, became a silent, yet bemused observer.  
The performances themselves were sites for continued discord and discomfort.  In this 
production, the intentional use of two disparate acting approaches juxtaposed with the 
extant cultural discourse in Nicholson’s narrative and use of language worked to reify the 
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cultural schisms. To illustrate this, four examples from the production are cited: two from 
Nicholson’s playtext and two from the performance text. Cultural issues were explicit in 
much of Nicholson’s dialogue and ‘translation’ of not only customs but also of language was 
explored:  
RILEY. Mrs Gresham, how opportune. [. . .] Jack’s children’s stories are 
published in America, they tell me. Are they or are they not in 
translation? 
JOY.  I don’t understand. 
RILEY. ‘The Lion, the Witch and the Clothes Closet’? (Nicholson 1992, p. 17) 
This is an overt example of Nicholson’s use of language to ridicule American customs and 
culture. Misinterpretation of language and of cultural signs by characters not only embellish 
the wit of the play, but ultimately add a more covert layer of meaning to the play, that of 
alienation and discrimination. The language of exclusion in the dialogue and the actions of 
the British characters is juxtaposed with Gresham and her son’s candour and brash honesty. 
Gresham frequently disarms the British reserve:  
LEWIS. Why are you looking at me [. . .] as if I’m lying to you. Why should I 
lie to you? I mean what I say. 
 JOY.  I know that. But you don’t say it all do you? 
LEWIS. One can’t say it all. It would take too long. (Nicholson 1992, pp. 25-
26) 
Through episodes such as this Nicholson draws attention to the British cultural legacy of a 
concentration on externals.  
A scene during Gresham’s remission from cancer in Greece exemplifies how the 
emotion/reason approach in the acting was commensurable with the discourse of 
Nicholson’s text. In this scene, drinking and the occasional witty comment was the only 
sexual foreplay the actor playing the repressed Lewis exhibited, while the actor playing 
Gresham was directed to live ‘moment by moment’ (Meisner and Longwell 1987, pp. 98-
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100) a Meisner Method acting concept, and work spontaneously in the scene attempting to 
sexually arouse Lewis. The conflict this created onstage was blatant.  
The journey undertaken by the character C.S. Lewis and the actor playing Lewis through the 
course of each performance exemplifies the hybridisation of acting approaches and their 
interrelationship with Nicholson’s fabula. In the play, the character of Lewis directly 
addresses the audience three times: firstly as a lecturer, secondly as an inhibited observer 
and thirdly as a self-actualised, emotive, grieving husband. The audience travels on the 
journey with the character. Comber found these monologues highly problematic and 
worked on them extensively with the director. During rehearsals he found it extremely 
difficult to express his emotions to the audience similar to the difficulties the character 
Lewis underwent in the play, inhibited by his British reserve. In performance Comber did, 
however, reach the emotive intensity required in the last monologue assisted by the onstage 
presence and emotional openness of Conor Leach. In Nicholson’s terms Lewis 
‘unloosen[ed] the grief of a lifetime’ (Nicholson 1992, p. 53) in response to the despair 
expressed by Gresham’s son Douglas at the loss of his mother. This was a highly emotive 
moment and one audience member commented, ‘I was surprised by the degree of honesty 
C.S. Lewis reached at the end of the play’ (Heim, Caroline 2011, p. 9). In this scene Comber 
drew on the strengths of the British and the American methods. The British formal training 
of body, voice and text complemented the psychological/emotional approach, attaining this 
effective synthesis of dignity and emotion.   
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Warwick Comber as CS Lewis “Unleashes the grief of a lifetime.” Also pictured Conor Leach, Caroline Heim, 
Steven Tandy. Photograph: Richard Fryberg.  
The critical responses to the production clearly identified the contrasting approaches to 
acting and the contrasts in the production. Theatre critics scrutinised the British characters 
on their external attributes, voice and gestus while the American characters were evaluated 
on their internal, emotional range. Comber was seen to ‘sound [. . .] like a 1960s ABC 
newsreader’ (Harper 2010, p. 29), his ‘deep baritone voice washe[d] over the audience and 
[made] his lines sound like poetry’ (Gahan 2010). Conor Leach playing Joy’s American son 
held ‘Promise and emotional maturity’ (Chiverall 2010) he was seen to ‘handle emotional 
scenes very, very well’ (Gahan 2010). What most critics agreed on was the confronting 
nature of the piece. James Harper described the production in the title and body of the 
review as “A confronting story […] this starkness is expressed clearly in Crossbow’s 
production” (2010, p. 29). Paula Chiverall found it “inspiring yet confronting” (2010).  
It was, however, the audience that were most acutely aware of the cultural debates of the 
production. As Pavis argues, ‘Cultural transfer most often takes place due to a change in the 
level of readability of a performance which profoundly modifies the reception of the work’ 
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(1992, p. 17). The inscribed cultural issues in the acting approaches in this production 
augmented audience readability. Post-performance discussions were held after three 
performances to extend the motifs of the play and to gauge whether the translation of 
cultural issues was effective. Post-performance discussions are a hallmark of Crossbow 
productions and attendance is high. In two of the three Shadowlands discussions over fifty 
percent of the audience stayed to participate.10 The discussions offered an opportunity to 
“debrief” commented one audience member, “there [is] an added richness from hearing 
other people’s perspectives and views” (Shadowlands Survey 2010). These discussions were 
not the generic question and answer sessions with the actors and director. The actors and 
director were encouraged to sit in the audience or leave after the lights came up. A 
facilitator mediated the discussions and audience members were invited to ‘become critics’ 
for the discussion and share their ideas, thoughts and responses to the play. The facilitator 
did not ask leading questions relating to the research aspects of the production, but allowed 
the audience to self-direct the discussion. The discussions emerged as lively debates as the 
audience community negotiated meanings, expressed opinions and contributed emotive 
responses to the production.  
Two discussions in particular focussed on cultural issues: alienation and acting styles. In one 
of these discussions a participant commented, ‘I thought the whole play was about the non-
acceptance of outsiders [by] the British. I have experienced that quite a lot myself. Also the 
lack of understanding from the Americans’ (Heim, Caroline 2011, p. 1). The discussion then 
centred on British/American cultural differences. In this discussion comments such as ‘I 
thought the adaption of the American emotional level was very effective and a contrast to 
the British’ (Heim, Caroline 2011, p. 3) illustrate the accurate reading of the mise en scene. 
More notable, however, was one discussion in which the audience debated acting styles. 
One participant commented,  
I’d be interested to know what the rest of the audience thought about the degree of 
the physicalisation in [some of] the acting. Personally I thought there was too much. 
Especially in this space. It seemed to me that if the lid had been clamped down on 
the gesture and such, the intensity of the play would have been stronger. (Heim, 
Caroline 2011, p. 8)   
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An emotive debate ensued with audience members taking positions on either side of the 
Atlantic and vehemently defending their views. Some participants argued that ‘It was what 
[Steven Tandy] didn’t do that made it interesting’ (Heim, Caroline 2011 p. 9) and others 
commented that ‘You needed naturalism in the acting or it wouldn’t have been real’ (Heim, 
Caroline 2011, p. 8). Notably, this dispute continued out into the foyer after the play and 
into the online feedback. During this discussion, audience members can be seen to have 
become co-creators in the cultural discourses of the play as they heatedly defended 
opposing positions.  
To extend the audience discussion, audience members were invited to contribute 
comments in an online survey. Audience comments online were even more explicit about 
the cultural portrayals: ‘The Americans were too open and vulnerable’ and ‘The acting of 
the gentleman that played C.S. Lewis was mechanical.’ Although unable to articulate the 
heterogeneous acting styles audience members were acutely aware of the underlying 
cultural discourses, particularly in the dialogue. In online feedback one audience member 
commented ‘I felt the ‘British’ coming through not just the accents, but the phrasing’ 
(Shadowlands Survey 2010). The discomfort and differing perspectives experienced in some 
discussions and articulated in online feedback was not dissimilar to the dissension 
experienced in the rehearsal tearoom and backstage among the actors.  
In rehearsal, backstage and in performance, Seidenstein as the mime mitigated these palpable 
tensions. Although the character was present only in this production, the audience related 
to the mime as a facilitator, mediator and even translator of the two cultures. As such he 
transcended the cultural issues of the play. Interestingly, the critics that were, of course, 
also members of the audience, found the mime unsettling calling him an ‘odd presence’ 
(Harper 2010, p. 29), ‘distracting’ (Chiverall 2010) and ‘an awkward extra’ (Gahan 2010). It 
could be seen that the audience-critics could not place the role of the mime because he 
stood outside of the cultural milieu. Conversely, the mime intrigued and delighted nearly all 
other audience members and his representation was discussed at length in most post-
performance discussions. He was seen as a ‘muse, our conscience, a mute narrator, the 
presence of fantasy, another dimension’ (Heim, Caroline 2011, p. 10). Embracing and yet 
standing outside of both acting approaches as an observer/narrator, the mime emerged as a 
cultural translator for the audience. One participant saw him as an ‘intermediary to take 
Lewis out of his comfort zone’ (Heim, Caroline 2011, pp. 11- 10) into the imaginary. This 
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last observation points to the liminal site where the American Gresham and the British 
Lewis were able to meet: the world of the imagination. As one audience member remarked, 
‘There was one line when she said she was really attracted to his imagination. She actually 
fell in love with him through his writing and the imaginative world he created’ (Heim, 
Caroline 2011, p. 3). This was, perhaps, a moment that Verma calls a ‘connecting point.’ In 
Crossbow’s production of Shadowlands it was here in the liminal space of the imagination, 
somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic, that the two cultures, two disparate acting 
approaches, met.  
As illustrated in the critical reviews, the audience discussion and the online feedback, the 
hybridisation of the acting approaches in this production not only complemented the 
playtext efficaciously to heighten audience awareness of the cultural issues explored in 
Nicholson’s play, but also added new meanings to the ‘translation’ of the theatrical event. 
The actors translated the abstract elements of culture through the concrete means of 
Nicholson’s dialogue, characterisations and acting techniques representative of the British 
and American cultures. American culture was translated through the highly emotive 
language of the Method, and British culture through readable gestus creating a conspicuous 
tension noted by audience members. This tension extended into the post-performance 
discussions. The juxtaposition of different acting styles clearly created tensions onstage that 
added new layers of meaning which resonated in the audience. For Pavis the theatrical event 
is a conduit for the signs and symbols of ‘foreign culture[s]’ adapted by the playwright, 
inscribed on the actors bodies and received by the audience (1992, p. 4). In Crossbow’s 
production, the meanings of the play were derived from Nicholson’s text, translated 
through the cultural inscription of acting approaches and extended through the audience’s 
own interpretation of the very overt signs of cultural difference in the performance text. 
 
 
1. In addition to its obvious analogy, the concept of the actor as a palimpsest is 
apposite as the actor embodies what Constant Coquelin describes as a ‘dual 
consciousness’ (ref) s/he is actor and character, the character still bearing the visible 
traces of the earlier form of the actor. 
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2. Pavis argues that in the postmodern consciousness, culture itself has become an 
abstract language (Pavis, P., 1992. Theatre at the Crossroads of Culture, Trans. L. 
Kruger. London: Routledge, 204). Therefore, the elements of culture can be seen to 
subsist only in an abstract form, a thought or idea (Pavis, 15).  It is only when they 
are concretised through theatrical representation or inscription, as argued in this 
article, that they are fully realised. Peter Brook also discusses the abstract/concrete 
dichotomy. See Brook, P. Interview with Herbert Mainusch. Regie und Interpretation, 
Gesprache mit Regissueren. Munich: Fink. 33-35. The “abstract elements” of the British 
and Amercian cultures are listed later in the article in the description of cultural 
difference. 
3. There are some notable exceptions in the work of theatre directors Jatinder Verma 
and Kristine Landon-Smith. See Hingorani, D., 2009.  Ethnicity and Actor Training: A 
British Asian Actor Prepares. South Asian Popular Culture, 7 (3), pp. 165-178.  
4.  ‘British’ and ‘American’ rather than ‘English’ and ‘US’ are used in this article for the 
purposes of consistency.  All of the audience members and researcher 
articles/researchers quoted in the article, with the exception of Jatinder Verma, use 
the former rubrics. Verma uses ‘Binglish’ to refer to the cultural location of the 
British/Asian subject in Britain.   
5. Richard Hornby argues that contemporary British actors have more emotional 
intensity than American actors . See Hornby, R., 1992. The End of Acting: A Radical 
View. New York: Applause, p. 9.  
6. The language of psychoanalysis emerged as the language of popular jargon as it was 
expressed in mid-century America and particularly in the New York acting scene. 
See Gordon, R., 2006. The Purpose of Playing: Modern Acting Theories in Perspective, 
Ann Arbor: Michigan University Press, p. 77. For a comprehensive analysis of the 
influence of psychoanalysis on acting and performing in America see Pfister, J. and  
Schnog, N. eds. 1997. Inventing the psychological : toward a cultural history of emotional 
life in America. Chelsea: Yale UP, pp. 169-174.     
7. For a comprehensive discussion of the British training emphasis on voice, speech and 
movement see Bentley, M., 1968. An Examination of the British System of Actor Training 
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in contrast to Actor Training in America. PhD Dissertation. University of Utah. pp. 44-
69. 
8. Crossbow Productions was founded in the 1990s by partners Caroline Heim and 
Christian Heim and has produced 10 plays in New York, Sydney and Brisbane.  
9. Although Verma’s ‘cultural particularities’ is based on ethnicity rather than culturally 
inscribed approaches to acting, this project, on a much smaller scale, has similar 
purposes to Verma’s objective of staging cultural difference for the purpose of 
‘challenging and provoking’ audience assumptions and expectations. 
10. It is important to note however, that the audiences comments included in this article 
are indicative of only a percentage of the audience and do not necessarily reflect the 
views of all audience members. For an in-depth analysis of audience membership and 
construction of a more audience-directed discussion model for post-performance 
discussions see Heim, C., 2012. ‘Argue with Us!’: Audience Co-creation through 
Post-Performance Discussions. New Theatre Quarterly, 28, pp. 189-197.  
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